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WASHINGTON'S HOUSES ON CAPITOL HILL. 

By HENRY B. LOOKER. 
(Read before the Society March 9, 1903.) 

On the western side of North Capitol Street, between 
B and C Streets north, on- original Lot 16, now Lot 39, 
Square 634, there stands, as you all know, a very large 
old building, now known as the "Kenmore House"— 
the name Kenmore being taken, I think, from that of 
the estate of Washington's mother, in Virginia. Un- 
til recently the building was known for many years as 
the "Hillman House." It is a prominent landmark 
from any point of view, and because of its great height 
and exact alignment with the center line of Indiana 
Avenue, it is especially conspicuous from that street. 
Because of the interest attaching to anything con- 
nected with Washington, I have thought it possibly 
worth our while to collate all that I had found within 
my reach in the way of facts and tradition about this 
old building which was undoubtedly originally built by 
Washington. For the purpose of perpetuating the 
appearance of the present building, when it, as well as 
we, shall have been displaced by something better, I 
have prevailed upon a kind friend to make for me a 
photograph of the building from a point across the 
street. By the kindness of our worthy old friend, Mr. 
James Croggon, a most keen searcher after interesting 
historical data, I have also secured a copy of an auto- 
graph letter of Washington, addressed to Wm. Thorn- 
ton, on the subject of this same building, and thor- 
oughly characteristic of Washington's precise and 
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THE KENMORE, FORMERLY HILLMAN HOUSE, NORTH CAPITOL BET. B AND C STS. 

ORIGINALLY THE TWO RESIDENCES BUILT BY GENERAL WASHINGTON, 1798-1799, AND MENTIONED IN 

HIS WILL. 

(From photograph presented to Society by Mr. Henry B. Looker). 
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clear style. My photographer friend made for me a 
copy of a lithographic fac-simile of this letter, whose 
authenticity is manifest from the most cursory exam- 
ination of the handwriting. At the same time he made 
for me a copy of a photograph borrowed for me by 
Mr. Croggon from the family of Mr. Wm. Elliott, one 
of the early surveyors of the City of Washington, 
which shows the building in question as it appeared 
during the Civil War, the original picture having been 
made at the instance of certain officers of troops then 
quartered in the Capitol. This picture is of interest 
in that it shows the condition of the North Capitol 
Street of that day— a deep raw cut, unpaved and de- 
plorable in its ghastliness— with a large number of the 
huge blocks of marble just brought from the quarries 
north of Baltimore for the construction of the Senate 
wing of the Capitol. All three of these copies are 
"respectfully submitted' 9 for our archives. I will now 
read the letter to Thornton: 

William Thornton, Esq 

Federal City. 
Favored 

by 
Thos Law, Esq r Mount Vernon Dec r 20 th 1798. 

Dear Sir, 

Enclosed is a check on the Bank of Alexandria for five 
hundred dollars, to enable M r Blagden, by your draught, 
to proceed in laying in materials for carrying on my build- 
ings in the Federal City. 

I saw a building in Philadelphia of about the same front 
and elevation, that are to be given to my two houses, which 
pleased me.— It consisted also of two houses united, —Doors 
in the centre -a pediment in the roof and dormer, window 
on each, side of it in front, - skylights in the rear. 

If this is not incongruous with rules of architecture, I 
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should be glad to have my two houses executed in this style. 
- Let me request the favor of you to learn from M r Blagden 
what the additional cost will be. 
I am -Dear Sir 

Your Most Obed* H ble Serv* 

G. Washington. 
Will m Thornton Esq r 

This letter was presented by a lady of Washington, 
D. C, and was written by General Washington to Dr. 
Wm. Thornton, one of the three Commissioners who 
laid out the city of Washington. The houses described 
in this letter are now known as the ' * Hillman House, ' ' 
situated on North Capitol Street, near B Street. 

Washington's will refers to this building in the fol- 
lowing terms: 

4 * Lots— viz.— City of Washington 1 ...^ 
Two near the Capitol Sqr. 634 j * b 
Cost $936, and with Buildings.' ' 

The changes which have been made in the shape of 
the roof, front doors, etc., are clearly brought out by 
the war-time picture and the one of to-day. Washing- 
ton seems to have been responsible for the two north- 
ern houses of the block of three shown in the war-time 
photograph. The southern one is practically un- 
changed since the war. I do not know positively who 
built this southern house, which followed the general 
lines of the other two, but I believe it was for a long 
time the home of the Mr. Wm. Elliott above mentioned 
and was probably built by him. He was surveyor of 
the city from 1832 to 1837. By easy gradations my 
little story drops from the realm of fact through some- 
what uncertain tradition to the following extremely 
hazy remarks, which I make in the hope that some one 
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present may supply the necessary data to fill in the 
breaks and make a connected story. I am indebted 
again to Mr. Croggon for what follows. In Vol. 2, 
Miscellaneous State papers, 1809-1823, now in the Li- 
brary of Congress, indexed under Magruder, is found 
a report made to the clerk of the House of Representa- 
tives (Patrick Magruder), by two of his clerks, S. 
Burch and J. T. Frost, who in the absence of their 
chief endeavored to save the archives of the House 
from the threatened destruction by the British in 1814. 
All. of the clerks were drawn upon for military duty 
except Frost. Burch succeeded in getting a furlough, 
however, and helped in the removal. This report 
states that after the defeat of our army at Bladens- 
burg, certain records of the Committees on Ways and 
Means, Claims and Pensions, and Revolutionary 
Claims were taken to "the house commonly called Gen- 
eral Washington's," which house being unexpectedly 
consumed by fire, these records were lost. The bulk 
of the archives were saved, being taken back into the 
country the day before the defeat. This official report 
seems to confirm so completely all the other informa- 
tion regarding Washington's relation to this particu- 
lar building as to make it perfectly proper to state that 
the present "Kenmore" is the result of the rebuilding 
and combination of the two houses built by Washing- 
ton. I think that Lot 16, Square 634, upon which the 
Kenmore stands, was bought by Washington, Septem- 
ber 25, 1798— over a year before his death. Also Lots 
6 and 7 seem to have been bought by him from Daniel 
Carroll of Duddington, October 3, 1798. In 1809 
there appears a record of a suit to confirm a sale, 
brought by Thornton, Washington et al., against Bush- 
rod Washington (Docket 1, page 802), decree in which 
was ratified June 16, 1817, covering this property. In 
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1834 Baker as trustee and R. Y. Brent transferred the 
property to Commodore Charles Wilkes. Other rec- 
ords are as follows : 

In 1803 the assessment lists show Lot 16,— value 
$530, improvements $8,000— assessed against the heirs 
of George Washington. 

In 1819 it was assessed against Wm. S. Nichols at 
15 cents. 

In 1824 against the same man at 7 cents a foot. 

In 1834 against Commodore Wilkes. 

In 1839 against Commodore Wilkes. 

I thank you for your patient attention to this quite 
dry subject, and now conclude by remarking that I 
think our organization should very properly be the 
first to move in an effort to secure action by Congress 
looking to the erection of suitable bronze tablets 
throughout the city and district, containing in very 
legible form the information contained on the simple 
boards placed during the recent Grand Army meeting 
here to indicate to strangers the sites of over two hun- 
dred points of historical interest. Such things have a 
powerful effect upon the impressionable minds of the 
thousands of children who journey to this point from 
every quarter of the land, and the idea of nationality 
is fostered by such means, just as it is by the sight of 
the great buildings of the general government. Who 
can estimate the value, in this direction, of the Capitol 
and the Library? 



Col. Hist. Soc, Vol. VII, Pl. X. 




s&Cctzsfr^ 






^Se^LSL, Jzs%- 







&l^C2 Qtrr^*^A^u- &J-c*?*-2<7?^ <n3L- &a-4ZiC- ^3-a- ^^<-2f <^£ 






FACSIMILE OF LETTER OF WASHINGTON TO WM. THORNTON. 
(From photograph presented to the Society by Mr. Henry B. Looker.) 



